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Testimony of Steve White
In Opposition of SB 44

Mr. Chairperson, members of the Senate Education Committee, my name is
Steve White. I reside in Bozeman and am representing the Montana Coalition of
Home Educators; a statewide organization composed of homeschooling families
dedicated to the education of their children.

I am testifying today in opposition to SB 44.

Passage of this bill will raise the compulsory attendance age from 16 to 18.

Passage of SB44 Adversely Affects Parents of Non-Public
Students

All children in Montana from the ages 7-16 are under the compulsory attendance
laws. Homeschool and private school students are exempted from compulsory
attendance in public schools per 20-5-109 MCA. Supreme court decisions
support a parent's right to direct the education of their children, as guaranteed by
the 14'n Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (Pierce v. Society of Sisters and
Wisconsin v. Yoder).

Presently all families that are home educating their children are required to notify
the county superintendent annually until the child reaches 16 (20-5-109(5) MCA).
This law would increase the age to 18. This adds two more years to the
exem ption requirement.

A significant change in law with the passage of this bill is the new language in
Section 1: "the date of completion of high school graduation requirements".
This language, broadly interpreted, could require some type of achievement test
to prove completion. This is in direct conflict with another section of Montana law;
20-5-111 MCA (the parent is solely responsible for the evaluation of the home
school instruction).

The passage of SB44 will undermine a home or private school parent's right to
direct their decision for the instruction of their children. This change affects
thousands of families in Montana.



Raising the Compulsory Attendance Age Fails to Achieve
Significant Results

Raising the compulsory attendance age will not reduce the dropout rate. In fact,
the two states with the highest high school graduation rates (New Jersey, 84.5o/o
and North Dakota, 83.1Yo) compel attendance only to age 16, but the state with
the lowest completion rate (South Carolina, 52.5o/o) compels attendance to age
17.

25 states have compulsory attendance age laws similar to Montana's present
one - age 16.

. Among the 50 states and D.C., there is no consistent relationship between
the maximum compulsory age and graduation and dropout rates.
. States with a compulsory attendance age of 16 have higher average and
median graduation rates than states with compulsory attendance ages of
17 and 18. States with a compulsory attendance age of 16 have average
and median dropout rates comparable to states with compulsory
attendance ages of 17 and 18.
. There is no consistent relationship between compulsory attendance ages
and graduation rates among industrialized nations. Students in countries
with a maximum compulsory attendance that is lower than the United
States often graduate at a higher rate than students in the United states do.
. School systems and law enforcement officials must begin earnestly
enforcing existing truancy laws for public school students who have not
reached 16 years of age but are chronically absent from school.

Research agrees that increasing the compulsory attendance age does not
guarantee an increase in the graduation rate or a decline in the dropout rate.
Professor Rosemary J. Avery of Cornell University analyzed dropout and
graduation rates before and after four states raised their compulsory attendance
age. ln her analysis, none of the states increased their graduation rate. Dropout
data for Minnesota and Wyoming also showed no improvement attributable to
the change.

Taken as a whole, states with a compulsory attendance age of 16 have
higher average and median graduation rates than states with an attendance
age of 17 and 18 (Table 2). Similarly, states with a compulsory attendance
age of 16 have average and median dropout rates comparable to state with
an attendance age of 17 and 18.

ln examining NINE states that have modified their compulsory attendance
age law since 1991, there has been no significant change to graduation
rates. (Table A)

Compulsory attendance age: an International Look

Most industrialized nations maintain a compulsory attendance age



requirement for their youth. At 17 years old, the average compulsory
attendance age in the United States is higher than that of most other
nations.

On average, schools in the United States require their children to stay in school
one year longer than the international average. Students in the United States are
required to stay in school two years longer than students in Japan. There is no
observable relationship between compulsory attendance age and graduation
rates among nations. But, students in countries with a maximum compulsory
attendance age lower than that of the United States often graduate at a higher
rate than students in the United States do.

See attached figure.

Fiscal lmpact to Taxpayers

The fiscal note for SB 44 is over ONE MILLION DOLLARS. This represents an
expansion of government, and more spending, with little results. The fiscal note
only assumes a 4o/o increase in graduation rates.

There is one important item missing from the Fiscal Note; the impact on
local government. To employ this change in law to reduce drop-outs will require
an aggressive truancy program by local school districts, AND county
superintendents. The Fiscal Note does not include the expense to local
governments to enforce a truancy laws on additional students.

Because truancy will be an expensive responsibility, the Fiscal Note is flawed.

The Value of Education

It is unfortunate that some students fail to appreciate the value of education.
There are many teachers, both in the public and private sectors that are
frustrated with students who drop out. Fortunately, some return later to complete
their education. SB 44 does not solve the problem. By the age of 16 there are
some young folks that are determined to leave. To require them to stay in an
institution that they are not interested in becomes a hardship for both their fellow
students, and their teachers.

For a student to stay in school, they must understand the value of it. Their
parents must remain participants. To compel a student to remain, often ends up
with disruption in both the classroom and school. Schools are for learning, and
for those students that want to complete their education.

Presently Montana's statute requires compulsory attendance from the age of 7
years to 16 years of age, or 8tn grade, whichever is the later date. This bill makes
creates a significant change to Montana's statute. And this change creates a
hardship on the homeschooling families in Montana.

ln Montana, a student may end high school by taking the GED as early as 16.



And many that do this, ultimately enter college or a vo-tech school. In 1999, the
Montana Board of Regents passed a change to the entrance policy for the
Montana U system (attached). This change in policy allows a student to enter
into college with either a GED, or satisfactory performance on either the ACT or
COMPASS exams. None of the requirements are related to completing the 12th
grade or the age of student.

And modification of 20-5-102 and 20-5-103 for compulsory exemption as
proposed in SB 44; "(b) the date of completion of high school graduation
requirements", ultimately could disagree with present statute 20-5-111 MCA, that
specifically states that the homeschooling parent is responsible for the evaluation
of the homeschool student . 20-5-11 1 MCA was passed into law in 1991 , with
much discussion and debate regarding a parent's right to home educate their
children. lt ultimately received strong support from both parties (with over 50 co-
signers), and passed overwhelmingly. SB 44, carried to the fullest letter of the
law could require homeschooling parents to prove that their children's education
is that of the completion of the 12'n grade.

Conclusion

Montana's public school, private school and homeschooling families will
not benefit from the passage of this bill. Raising the compulsory
attendance age undermines a student's opportunity to advance from
secondary schooling, and the educating private schooling parent's legal
decision when high school is completed.

Educational public policy should encourage excellence and responsibility
in parenting so that children will develop emotionally, socially, and achieve
academically, and will be better able to handle the challenges of adulthood
when they mature.

The solution to increasing graduation rates is not to increase the
compulsory attendance age. This is not much different than in the private
sector for a business to try and increase retail sales by locking customers
in the store until they buy something. The solution is to improve the
product to increase the demand for it - thus an increase in sales.

Public schools should examine their programs. Successful education
programs should focus on new ways to demonstrate excellence. There are
a number of opportunities to explore, such as charter schools, distant
learning, rewarding successful teachers, etc.

Lawmaking should not outrun science. We ask that you oppose 5844.
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I 63 .31

I.: 80,51
.91.91
':- 8? . 8l

80.11

.70 .5 .l

80.4

.80.9 ;

65 .4 -\

62 .4-.
'15.s
.80.5
79,',l
1.3 ,3.

86;9
.77 .5, .
7"7 ,2 '

15 .3

79.9
7.9,5 -

7.2 .2
,. a6.2 .. 63.5

81 0.'
' 9-1 . 9..

.'.87.0

: 81 .1.

.84.8.1
::61 .3

67..q
'?1 .8..

...8? .?'
' : '19.2'

77-.8
., t?3. 0:

83 .5
, 't'7.8 .

61.0: .

04.5'
'70;4.

ti.6:

'76.1
,8? .5

69.0

19.1.

81 .8

54.8

64.1
15 .4
80 .4
19.5
73.9

80.0
80:.8

.17 ,9
86. s

:' -
: 81.5
;,86'3
. 52.O

8+.4

ZB.;
.68.5
'sg.1
, vp.7
'17 .8
,r?3 .8
'.-ri3. o

'78,4

86 .5
78.8

.7a.5

7L.9

.7 4 .8.

88.s

\1\rncludes es!inates tor Neu York and wisconsin. without estinates for lhese Ewo slates'
stales and the Distiicl oi columbia is 75.0 petcenl.
\2\U.s. total includes estimates fol nonreporEing states.
\3\Projected high school gladuates ftom NCES 2008_078, Prajectjans of Educacion starislics
\4\Estimated high school graduates fron NCES 2005-606rev, The Averaged Ff,eslfran Graduation

lhe averaged freshman graduation rate for Ehe remaining 48

Rate fot PubTic Higb schoois Fran tlle Comon Core ot Data

ffff:tr;:'::"::;i;'i.i!fl.j,1'Jrjluarion rare provides an esrimaEe or rhe percenrase or sEudents who receive a resular diploma uithin 4 vears of etterins

ninLh grade. Tne !a!e uses aggregate stualen! enrollment daEa to estimate the size of an incoming freshman class and aggregale counls of the number of

diplomas avaraled 4 yeals tater. Averaged ireshnan graduation raEes in this table are based on reported totals of enloflment by grade and high school

graduates, rafhe! than on details reporEed by race/ethnicity. some data have been levised from previousry published figures'

souRcE: u.s. DepatEnenL ot EducaEion. National center for EducaLion statistics, common core of Dala (ccD), *state Nonfiscal survey oi public

Elemenfaly/seconalary Education,,' 1986-87 through 2Ao1 08; rhe Avetaged Frestuan Graduatian Rate far Pubfic High schaols Fton the coMon cofe af Data:

schaol yeats 2o02-a3 and 2oo3-04; and prajections ot Educacion statjsrjcs to 2017. (This table was prepared sepEember 2009 )

Prinred: o1l07l2011



Table 105

Table B. Awerageal fresbsan graduaCion rates for pu.blic aecoudary schools, by gtate or Jurigdictio!: Selected years, 1990-91
througb 2006-07

Compulsory AtteDdaace Age: TE
State or

uui
2007

Alabama ..

Arizona ..
Arkansas
California

69.0
69 -6
74,4

Colorado ...
Connecticut
Delaware ..,
District of
Florida .,..

Hawarl .....
Idaho -.....
raaanoas _ - -

Indiana ....

Iowa . . .,,..
Kansas .....

Louisiana ..
Maine . .....

Massachusetts ....

Minnesota

Missouri
Montana .

Nebraska
Nevada .

New Hanpshj-re .. . .

New \tersey ... .. ..
NewMexico.......
New York
North Carolina .. .

North Dakota . . .. .

Ohio .. .

Okfahoma
oregon .
Dahhcl,l rrAhi :

Rhode Island .....

South Carolina . ..
South Dakota .....

Utah ...

vemont .

Virginia
Washington.......
West Virginia ....
wisconsin
wyonang ,

80,0
80:8
11 ..4

3!3
81,9

84,4

14., +

!99
6J.I

58,9

72.6

\1\Includes esLlmates for New York and wisconsin. wibhout estimates for these two states, the averaged freshman graduation rate for the remaining 48
slates and the District of Colunbia is 75.0 percen!.
\2\u.S. total includes estimates for nonreporting staLes.
\3\Projecled high school graduates from NCBS 2008 078, prajectians of Educatian statlstics ta 2A17.
'z\Lsiima ed h gn s.hoo. grdd i" ^s fron N.ES 200b bobLev, lnp Ar-tagpo Frasman ctaouafian RarF tat Publ:a H.an s.haa s Eran rre Comot -ore of Dd a.
Schoo] Years 2A02 A3 and 2003 04.
NoTF: Tle dve ooed Ires\_on grad.a .on rat- provides dl es. TaLe ot tte p-r'e. o9- or s -don's sho re_eive o reg-lar d:pIoma v'Ll a, yea's of enlering

1:nLf orad^, Th- t.!e usos aggreqaLe S Lden- entol lner d" o O esr.imore -he size o or '1COn.ag Leshnan .fdss alO aggraga-e counts Ot Lfe rJnOo. or

diplomas awarded 4 years later. Averaged freshman graduation rates in this table are based on reported totals of enrollment by grade and high school
grodud as, aa!h-L -han on oald.LIs reDorteo oy " e/e-lui. y. Sone da.a tdvo oeer rev.seo ftol previous-y pro ish-o figur-s,
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Nationaf Center for Education StatlsLics. Common Core of Data (CCD), "State Nonfiscal Survey of Public

il loSb 87 Chtouon 2007 08; lna Avetaged rteslmon Craduo :Or Rore rOr p.blt. Hlgh S.hOAtS FrOn'hP.amon ao e Or DaLa-
schaof Years 2AA2 A3 and 2003 na. and Dr-io-fj-.. ^f Ea,,-,tsian stafistica ta 2a77. \T:nis table was prepared september 2009.)

63 .7
76.4

78 a7

a5,4

'i2'.3

8?.:0

69 .4
77.6.

;;'.;
. 84.? .

)...62.7

I ' . 80,i4. :: 
.

. .. 8q14 ,,

, -.. -a:.9,.-:-'
.57 .4','i8..1"

.. s6.3

Printed, a1/a1/2011 3:23 PM
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Table B. Averaged freshma.n graduation rates for public secondary schools for

state 2003 2004 2005 ZUUO 2007 2008 2009 2 010

S Dakota 92.33 89.05 Rq q1 AA AA 88.39 6Y , Z 89 .23

S Dakota
98.00

96.00

94.00

92.00

90.00

88.00

86.00

84.00
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Table B. Averaged freshman graduation rates for public secondary schools for

State 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2 010

S Dakota 95:95 92.33 89.05 ao 01 88.44 88 .3 E9.?1 89i?3

S Dakota
98.00

96.00

94.00

92.00

90.00

88.00

86.00

84.00

-s 
Dakota


